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Among the natural enemies of social insects, phorid fly parasitoids are some of the most 
devastating.  Phorid parasitism not only causes individual ant mortality, it may also significantly 
reduce ant foraging behavior to the detriment of the colony.  As such, many ants have both 
individual and colony level lines of defense against phorid fly parasitism. Three species of 
Pseudacteon phorid fly parasitize the aggressive arboreal ant, Azteca sericeasur in southern Mexico. 
We used observations in the field to examine ant defense behavior from different colonies in our 
field sites during phorid fly attacks. Our results show a suite of contextual defensive postures the 
ants will use to attempt to either gain a better vantage point to attack the parasitoids or to hide 
from them. During these observations we also found that when ants were successfully parasitized, 
they were often subsequently attacked and consumed by two species of ant-associated beetles in 
the genus Myrmedonota.   We then hypothesized that the parasitized ants may be self-sacrificing to 
prevent phorid egg development.  To determine whether parasitized ants and unparasitized ants 
have different defensive strategies against the Myrmedonota spp. beetles, we combined the use of 
both behavioral assays and extraction and collection of headspace volatiles of A. sericeasur.  Our 
results show that Myrmedonota spp. beetles are attracted to a component of the alarm pheromone 
of A. sericeasur, which allows them to selectively locate parasitized ants.  We then show that, ants 
parasitized by some species of phorid fly show a reduced level of aggression towards both species of 
beetle, thus allowing the beetles to consume the parasitized ants alive.    The reduced defensive 
strategy in the parasitized ants against the beetles leads to ant mortality as well as preventing phorid 
egg development, reducing the overall phorid population and may potentially benefit the colony as a 
whole.
